ABSTRACT The certified sickness absence of 4482 employees in one plant of a large manufacturing company in South-east England was studied for 12 months. The absences in the principal ethnic groups, Caucasian, Asian, and West Indian were compared. After standardisation for age and job grade in each department the Asians had twice the spells per man and nearly twice the days lost per man compared with the Caucasians. Compared with the Caucasians there was slightly more absence in West Indians. Various factors affect absence, and one reason for these differences may be that the three ethnic groups appreciate painful or unpleasant stimuli to a different degree.
Ethnic group is an important factor that should be considered in any epidemiological investigation. '-3 In the United Kingdom, however, there is a dearth of studies on ethnic differences in health and attitudes to work. This is a study at one factory of certified sickness absence in three ethnic groupsCaucasian, Asian, and West Indian.
The prevalence of disease varies in different ethnic groups,4 but there is no real evidence to support the existence of racial differences in the physical work capacity of men.5
Collins6 conducted a survey of three ethnic divisions in the industrial employees of HM Dockyard, Singapore, over a calendar year 1955-6. He compared the certified sickness absence between Chinese, Indian, and Malay and found the Indian group had more spells of absence and lost more shifts than the other groups, and he concludes, "it is evident that the ethnic grouping of the population concerned must be taken into consideration in studies of sickness absence." This difference in sickness absence between ethnic groups was noted by others7-9 when working abroad.
In Europe, where in 1973 the WHO'" estimated that there were about 8-11 million migrant workers, there are two articles on the subject. Girard" and (table 4) indicate that this study has been consistent with these general findings. Hence, it is important to take account of these other factors affecting absence by using the method of indirect standardisation when comparing ethnic groups; especially since, as mentioned earlier, the Caucasians tended to be older, in more skilled occupations, and more in nonproduction.
In the indirect standardisation five 10-year age categories and four job grade categories were used in each ethnic group. (For an explanation of the method see Schilling and Walford 8 and for its application to a study on sickness absence refer to Taylor and Pocock."9) Firstly, since the great majority of non-Caucasians were in production departments we will confine further detailed results to such departments, though it should be noted that broadly similar results were observed in the non-production departments. Tables 5 and 6 (five and 10 The influx of immigrants in large numbers into the UK began about 20 years ago, and the composition of the workforce over the years has shown an increasing number of ethnic minority employees. All employees have to undergo a pre-employment examination and therefore the young and healthy man is more likely to apply for a position. The immigrants therefore have a younger age distribution and shorter service than the Caucasians. The company has never discriminated against any group of people, but the ethnic minority employees have less skilled jobs than the C.aucasians. There are three possible reasons for this.
(1) An increase in skill and job grade in certain circumstances is related to duration of service, and as these groups stay longer with the company their positions improve.
(2) Newly landed immigrants may be unaccustomed to working in a highly mechanical factory or may not possess the suitable qualifications for skilled positions.
(3) Asian and West Indian men born and educated in Britain may not receive enough education or encouragement to achieve the required skills.
The skill of the job bears a close relation to social class. Khogali2' has shown that the immigrants in Britain are predominantly in semi-skilled or unskilled occupations (social classes IV and V). For instance, 75% of West Indians and 72% of Indians and Pakistanis come from social classes IV and V compared with only 48% of the indigenous population.
INFERENCE DRAWN FROM THE STUDY
In the introduction we referred to several other studies showing that immigrants have considerably more absence rates than employees born in the host country. This has been repeated in this study for the Asian group while the West Indian group had only slightly greater absence rates than the Caucasians. It is important to recognise that sickness absence cannot be considered solely as an objective means of morbidity22; an individual's sickness absence experience may also reflect his personal perception of ill health and the extent of job satisfaction. Thus the interpretation of sickness absence behaviour is not obvious, but we would nevertheless consider it important to propose a hypothesis to account for the substantial ethnic difference we have found.
Other studies2' [23] [24] [25] have suggested that the immigrant is at a disadvantage because of language difficulties, accommodation problems, and not understanding the social benefits and health care to which he is entitled. In short, the ethnic minority groups are deprived groups and are more prone to ill health and therefore have a higher sickness absence than the indigenous employee. If this hypothesis were correct it could be expected that the Asian and West Indian groups would have similarly higher absence rates.
Therefore, we need to consider what specific aspects distinguish the Asian from the West Indian employee and might be responsible for the notably high absence in the former.
Language
Although all company employees have to have some comprehension of English, English is spoken in the West Indies as the national language, while it is often a foreign language to Asians. The Asian facility with the English language will therefore be limited, and this may reduce the extent of integration with the indigenous majority of employees. Any consequent effect on absence behaviour, however, is uncertain.
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Family structure The family circumstances of the Asian employee may be somewhat different in that they tend to live in larger more closely knit family units in which there will often be several wage earners in the house. The financial consequences of absence from work may thus be less acute so that there is less pressing need to continue to work when in a state of minor ill health. In the presence of a good company sickness benefit scheme, however, this would be a minor consideration.
Job satisfaction Taylor26 showed that employees who were frequently absent often had a low degree of job satisfaction. We 
